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As I am now approaching the age of 50, I think I should reflect on my works and pass on what I have 
learned. When I published my first academic article in 1997 as a graduate student [1], little did I know 
about how the academic publishing world would change the course of my life as well as others.  
 Academia was not always the destination I had in mind for I was chasing after knowledge but in 
wildly different settings—consulting the government and different industries, working for the World 
Bank, and even experimenting with Internet-based start-ups. This was when I experienced first-hand the 
life-changing power of different knowledge domains, all the while becoming acutely aware of the 
growing demand for quality education in Vietnam. Amidst rapid economic growth and global integration 
in the 2000s, the entire education system was submerged in angry public criticisms. While the ministry 
of education poured large resources in numerous failed reforms, so many people sought “educational 
refuge” in developed countries, including the increasing numbers of students desperately seeking 
scholarships from Fulbright, DAAD, DFID, or AusAID, to name just a few. The question arose for me, “Can 
Vietnam produce sustainable education?”.  
 All the roads, thus, had led me back to academia. 
 As the future is defined by technological risks and climate change, I believe a good education 
system requires competent teachers, not just in the traditional sense of the word—teaching, but as 
people capable of both passing on and creating new knowledge as well as inspiring others. Thus, I want 
to highlight some parallels between entrepreneurs and academic researchers. The good ones of both 
kinds are self-starters and risk-takers, who master the art of cost-benefit analysis to achieve 
sustainability. They also know enough to get up exactly where they fall. Both possess a sense of 
intellectual humility to keep observing, learning, and relearning constantly. The thought sounds nice but 
means nothing in the real world without actions, and I knew I must become such an academic 
entrepreneur and bring others along with me. Thus, from 2016, I set out to build a team of researchers 
who will one day be equipped with all the necessary skills to help build sustainable education.   
 February 2017 marked the beginning of my action plan. Recognizing the demands of Vietnam’s 
higher education system to reform and to meet international standards, I devised a method to collect 
data of Vietnamese research workers across the social sciences and humanities (SSH project), who have 
published quality manuscripts since 2008—the year that the government established the Vietnam 
National Foundation for Science and Technology Development (NAFOSTED), a Vietnamese equivalent to 
NSF (US) or ERC (EU).  
 At first, I designed the database and collected the data myself and later trained a group of young 
students who were without Masters or PhD degrees. My team was without any funding; the project was 
belittled. I, myself, was seen as illusion-driven. Even after we had published the first peer-reviewed 
articles, we continued to face push-backs from various corners of society. Thanks to the determination, 
resilience, and the love of knowledge, we persevered through a tough time. The database [2] had grown 
from 450 Vietnamese SSH profiles in 2017, to 670 (in 2018) then to nearly 1,900 (in 2019). It can be used 
for informing science funding, science policies, and science communication. There is no gain without 
pain. It eventually culminated in the first data book on a decade of growth of Vietnam’s SSH [3]. 
Meanwhile, my research team grew from 2 to 4, then 10, received national funding, and eventually 
became qualified as a key research lab at Phenikaa University, a Hanoi-based private and fast-growing 
education institution in terms of investments in science and R&D, with its early fruits being 
communicated in full to the public.  
 I have also transformed myself in terms of capacity and responsibility, taking on more roles than 
just being an author. Since 2018, I have served on the editorial boards of several journals, including 
Nature Research’s Scientific Data and Palgrave Communications since 2018, written 115 peer-reviews 
for 40 other journals, and handled dozens of submissions as associate editor. To help shape future 
research direction and policies, in early 2019, I became the first representative of a private university in 
the scientific committee of NAFOSTED. I also started to challenge myself in new areas by publishing 
peer-reviewed articles in different disciplines: scientometrics, politics, economics, medicine, research 
policy, international relation, etc.; the process had pushed me to become one of the first researchers in 
Vietnam’s social sciences and humanities to publish more than 100 peer-reviewed articles. Through my 
research, I tried to raise my voice on topics that I believe will determine the future of science, such as 
open data, open software, research ethics, interdisciplinarity. I have contributed 11 open datasets to 
public depositories [2-12], all of which were accompanied by peer-reviewed publications. I also created 
and published the bayesvl R package for performing Bayesian statistics while promoting interdisciplinary 
research [13-19].  
 The important thing is, I did not do this alone but trained my young apprentices by giving each 
of them clear roles and responsibilities in different research projects. As time went by, the students 
were challenged with more complex tasks and asked to be more creative. In Vietnam, our research team 
perhaps became one of a handful that appreciates and promotes applying aesthetics to research. For 
example, we used linocut paintings to illustrate the concept of “cultural additivity” in our research [8] or 
to lend the graphic power of the bayesvl R package to the scientific presentation [8,16-18].  
 The SSH network data project has also given us a rare chance to create the first-ever science 
communication (SciComm) platform in Vietnam, starting from early 2018 (https://sc.sshpa.com). In one 
instance, we found ourselves introducing a good publication of a 27-year-old female researcher who had 
died in a tragic car accident; and our subsequent citation to this paper has somehow kept the author 
alive among inspired researchers. In another, the platform introduced key concepts in bibliometrics, 
scientometrics, or publishing—such as “Journal Impact Factor” or “Plan S” [20], and the like—that 
enabled the audience to better understand the realities of the academic and publishing world. 
 The SciComm model then started to influence other news outlets. Dozens of our SciComm 
pieces were published in news outlets of the Ministry of Education and Training, the Ministry of Science 
and Technology, and other national newspapers.  
 The new SciComm platform helps to inform the Ministerial Circular 08, which mandates the 
Ph.D. candidates and supervisors to meet higher scientific standards and raise the public’s awareness of 
it. It also helps catalyze changes in the standards for the State Council of Professor Titles, the highest 
academic honor in my country. Several workshops were organized, where I exchanged my viewpoints of 
modern interdisciplinary research with scientists from natural sciences and engineering. Most notably, 
Prof. Ngo Bao Chau (the University of Chicago), the only Vietnamese Fields medalist, has started to work 
with my team to build a similar database for the 70-years development of Vietnam mathematics; this is 
exactly the scientific discipline that Vietnamese people and the nation’s education system have taken 
pride of, but for various reasons, a data-based history of the people and their lifetime achievements are 
still missing. 
 As our project grows to this point, I am filled with gratitude, for I am lucky to be able to test my 
thoughts against reality. Like all other entrepreneurs, I know having a philosophy of transition 
management is crucial since if it is hard to start up an academic venture successfully, and it will be even 
harder to attain sustainability. I will keep pushing myself and others to create a culture where the next 
generation of scientists in my country would find it relatively easier to conduct interesting and profound 
research.  
 Sustainability is the opposite of monotony, where constant improvements must be made, and 
new challenges must be met. A sustainable future depends on how people manage resources and how 
new resources—including new knowledge—are created, a sustainable education will rely on the self-
starting and self-correcting spirit of academic entrepreneurs [21-23].  
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